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Distribution of Manufacturers' Sales 
By S. L. Kcdzlersici, Chief, Wliolesale Trade Section, Marlcetinfi Research Division 

THE importance of the various primary channels of 
distribution for manufactured goods has been dis­

closed by a new pubhcation of the Bureau of the Census 
presenting data compiled in the 1935 Census of Busi­
ness.^ The factual data gathered in the survey deals 
with the first stage of distribution of manufactured 
goods which go directly to the foUowing outlets: (1) 
Manufacturers' own wholesale branch, (2) industrial 
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Figure 1. -Percentage Distribution of Manufacturers' Sales, by Primary 
Channels of Distribution, 1935 

and other large users, (3) wholesalers and jobbers, (4) 
manufactm'ers' owm retaU stores, (5) retaUers of aU 
types, (6) household consumers, and (7) other plants in 
manufacturers' own organization. The report includes 
a comparative distribution of sales in 1929 and 1935, the 
number of manufacturers using each of these chaimels 
of primary distribution, and the number using any one 
channel exclusively in 1935. 

This survey also shows, for the fu'st time, the number 
of employees engaged in distribution activities and the 
cost of distribution incurred at manufacturing plants. 
Data are presented for each of 315 separate industries, 
as well as for the industry groups.^ 
Importance of Various Channels. 

According to the sm-vey, the sales volume in 1935, at 
f. o. b. factory prices, of 134,392 reporting manufactur-

1 The material in this article is, in general, a summary of tho data presented in the 
publication under this title "Distribution of Manuiacturers' Sales", recently issued 
by the United States Department of Commerce, Bureau ol the Census. Copies of 
this report may be obtained gratis by writing to that Buroau. 

»Data were not compiled toi 22 ot tho 337 industry elasslflcatlons into which manu­
facturing activity is divided by tho Census Bureau. A list of these indastrlos and 
the reasons why such distribution was not made are given on pp. 17 and 18 of the pub­
lication noted above. 

ing plants amounted to 43.8 bilhon dollars. Of this 
amount 38.2 biUion doUars, or 87.3 percent, represents 
sales through six channels of primary distribution. 

For all industrial groups combined, the proportion of 
sales made through these principal channels in 1935 is 
presented in table 1. These have been grouped in the 
order of their importance. The portion of the total 
sales volume not distributed in the table (12.7 percent) 
consists of interplant transactions, exports invoiced 
direct from plants, and other sales not distributed 
through usual channels or not aUocated. Considerable 
deviation from these over-all percentages is evident in 
the various hues of business, and the extent of these 
variations is developed in the statistical and graphic 
data assembled in this article. 

Table 1.—Relative Importance of Channels of Primary Distribution for All 
Manufacturing Industries 

Manufacturers sales t o -

Industrial and other large users 
Wholesalers and jobbers 
Retailers of all types (luoludlns chain stores). 
Own wholesale branches 
Household consumers 
Own retail stores 

Total. 

Percent of 
total net 

sales 

24. S 
23.2 
19.2 
17.1 
1.8 
1.6 

87. a 

Source: Bureau of tbe Census, Census of Business 1935, Distribution of Manu­
facturers' Salci, p. 19. 

From the data presented in table 2 it is evident that 
in most industrial groups, four types of outlets play an 
important role in distribution of manufacturers' goods. 
Figure 1 shows graphically the relative importance of 
the various major channels. 

Two-Thirds of Plants Sell Exclusively Through One Channel . 

Figure 2 shows the number of plants selling through 
various distribution channels. The bar in each in­
stance indicates the number of plants using each type 
of outlet and the black portion represents the propor­
tion of the plants which sell exclusively thi-ough this one 
channel. Thus, 52,743 manufacturing plants sold 
goods to retaUers, and out of this number 22,740 plants 
or 43.1 percent used this means of distribution exclu­
sively; 47,192 plants sold to wholesalers and jobbers 
and 42.6 percent of these estabhshments sold exclusively 
to this field, etc. Table 3 presents these data for each 
of the 16 industrial groups. 

The extent of concentration of sales for all industries 
combined is shown in figure 3. About two-thirds pf 
the manufacturing plants or 89,144 estabhshments sold 
goods exclusively through one channel. The lower 
portion of this chart shows the break-down of sales of 
plants selling exclusively tlirough one channel, arranged 
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according to type of outlet used. Of aU those plants 
using a single outlet, about one-fourth sold to industrial 
users and nearly the same percentage to retaUers, whUe 
more than one-fifth of these manufacturers obtain their 
distribution through wholesalers and jobbers. 

Shifts Between 1929 and 1935. 

Table 4 is a comparison of the primary channels of 
distribution used in 1935 with those used in 1929 by 
industry groups.' Comparable data are avaUable for 
91,688 plants, or 68.3 percent of the plants reporting. 
These plants had sales in 1935 of 26.3 biUion dollars, or 

Figure 2.—^Manufacturers' Sales—Number of Plants Selling Through 
Various Distribution Channels, 1935. 

69 percent of total distributed sales. The data in 
table 4 as weU as those for each of the 315 individual 
industries, disclose many changes in the relative im­
portance of primary channels of distribution used by 
certain industries or groups of industries between the 
2 years under discussion. While these changes are 
more important in some industries than others, it is 
apparent that there have been but few significant 
changes in the distribution methods of manufacturers 
as a whole. The outstanding changes for aU industries 
combined were the decline in the proportion of manu-

3 Due to changes in the composition of the various industry groups between 1929 
and 1936 and the lack of comparability as between years for certain industries, tho 
data in table 3 are confined to 01,088 plants or 68.3 percent of total plants reporting. 
For further explanation see p. 16, Distribution of Manufacturers' Sales, Census of 
Business 1036, Bureau of tbe Census. 

facturers' sales to wholesalers and jobbers from 32 per­
cent in 1929 to 27 percent in 1935, and the reduction 
of sales direct to industrial and other large users from 
26 percent of the total in 1929 to 25 percent in 1935. 
Against these reductions in relative position it is shown 
that the proportion of sales to manufacturers' own 
wholesale branches increased from 18 percent in 1929 
to 21 percent in 1935, whUe sales direct to retaUer 
increased from 20 per cent to 23 percent. 

Distribution Expenses Surveyed. 

The 1935 Census of Business provides for the first 
time data on distribution expense incurred at manu-
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Figure 3.—Proportion of Manufacturers' Plants SeUing Exclusively 

Through One Channel and Percentage Distribution of Such Plants, by 
Type of Channel, 1935. 

facturing plants. This report shows the number of 
employees engaged in distribution activities, the pay 
roll of distribution employees, traveling expenses of 
salesmen, advertising, credit and collection expenses, 
bad debts, and the portion of such overhead expenses 
as rent, interest, and general administrative expense 
aUocated to distribution. 

In the collection of these distribution expense data 
many difficulties were encountered because there is no 
uniform classification for such expense common to in­
dustry, and some manufacturers did not have account­
ing systems which differentiated production costs from 
distribution costs. The result is that one plant may 
consider an item as a distribution expense whUe another 
plant may classify it as something else. As a result of 
this lack of uniformity among manufacturers in classi­
fying and recording expense data, the accuracy of the 
figures given in the report cannot be warranted, and 
all expense data reported in the survey of Distribution 
of Manufacturers' Sales should be considered with these 
facts in mind. Distribution expense data as reported 
for the 16 industry groups should be considered in the 
light of general relationships and should not be used 
for specific comparisons with any of the 315 industrial 
classifications. 
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Table 2.—Sununery of Primary Channels of Distribution by Industry Groups 

August 1937 

Industry group 

All industries.. 

Food and kindrecl products 
Textiles and their products 
Forest products 
Paper and allied products 
Printing and publishing 
Chemicals and allied products.— 
Products of petroleum and coal . . . 
Rubber products. . 
Leather and its manufactures 
stone, clay, and glass products 
Iron and steel and their products 
Nonferrous metals and their products 
Machinery. 
Transportation equipment, air, land, and water.. 
Miscellaneous 

Total distributed 

Thousands 
of dollars 

38,212,800 
Percent 

100.0 

9,460,089 
6,323,427 
1,628,678 
1,201,667 

37,390 
2,683,174 
1,831,104 

066,995 
1,106,280 

886,633 
3,632,069 
1,560,844 
3,243,300 
2,913,924 
2,208,034 

100.0 
100.0 
100.0 
100.0 
100.0 
100.0 
100.0 
100.0 
100.0 
100.0 
100.0 
100.0 
100.0 
100.0 
100.0 

To own 
wholesale 
branches 

Percent 
19. e 
21.3 
7.2 
0.0 
6.8 

32.8 
61.1 
43.0 
19.8 
28.8 
19.3 
9.8 

20.1 
19.2 
6.7 

To indus­
trial and 

other large 
users 

Percent 
28.1 

7.B 
24.6 
33.1 
64.9 
61.8 
31.2 
12.6 
29.3 
22.0 
34.1 
00.0 
69.0 
48.3 
22.2 
12.3 

To whole­
salers and 

jobbers 

Percent 
26.5 

30.7 
20.4 
27.2 
32.4 
18.4 
21.3 
19.7 
15,9 
16.6 
19.5 
14.2 
13.0 
23.2 
20.2 
02.9 

To own 
retail 
stores 

Percent 
1.7 

3.3 
1.3 
1.2 

.7 
4.0 
2.7 
ZB 
.2 
.2 
.2 

l.fl 
.4 
.0 

To re­
tailers 

Percent 
22.0 

32.3 
39.3 
23.0 
6.8 

18.9 
11.9 
2.2 
9.0 

39.0 
14.5 
5.3 
7.1 
6.2 

31.3 
15.7 

To house­
hold con­
sumers 

Percent 
2.1 

4.9 
1.2 
3.0 
.1 

10.9 
2.1 
.4 
.1 
.2 

3.2 
.4 
.9 
.6 
.7 

1.8 

Source: Buroau of the Census; Census of Business 1936; Distribution of Manufacturers' Sales, table B, p. 21, used as basis tor distribution of $38,212,850,000, or 87.3 percent 
of tbe total sales reported. 

Of the total of 134,392 manufacturing plants, only 
53,623 with total net sales of $21,418,000,000 reported 
on both elements of distribution expense (distribution 
pay roll and other distribution expense). These 
53,623 plants had an expense ratio of 9.4 percent, di­
vided into 4.1 percent distribution pay roll and 5;3 
percent other distribution expenses. It wiU be ob­
served from table 5 that chemicals and alhed products, 
with 15.2 percent; stone, clay, and glass products, with 
11.7 percent; machinery, with 11.7 percent; and forest 
products, with 11.4 percent, had the largest total dis­
tribution expenses in 1935. 

Transportation equipment, air, land, and water, 
with 3.2 percent; products of petroleum and coal, with 
7.4 percent, and rubber products with 7.8 percent, re­

ported the lowest distribution expense. In practically 
every instance, with the exception of textUes and their 
products, and printing and publishing, distribution pay 
roU was the lesser of the two reported expenses. 
Employees Engaged in Distribution. 

While it was difhcult in some cases for the manufac­
turers reporting to separate employees engaged in pro­
duction and those engaged in distribution, it is possible 
to ascertain a measurement of number of emploj'ees en­
gaged in such activity for purposes of general compari­
son by industries. Included in the distribution ex­
penses of the 53,623 plants is a total of $882,953,000 
paid to 523,623 fuU-time and part-time officers and 
employees who devoted all or a major portion of their 
time to distribution activities. 

Table 3.—Percentage of Plants Selling Exclusively Through Various Distribution Channels, by Industry Groups 

Industry group 

Wholesale branches 

Total 
number 

Percent 
selling ex­
clusively 

Industrial users 

Total 
number 

Percent 
selling e.\-
cluslvely 

Wholesalers and 
Jobbers 

Total 
number 

Percent 
selling ex­
clusively 

Own retail stores 

Total 
number 

Percent 
selling ex­
clusively 

Retailers 

Total 
number 

Percent 
selling ex­
clusively 

Total 
number 

Household con­
sumers 

Percent 
selling ex­
clusively 

Through agents, 
etc. 

Total 
number 

Percent 
selling ex­
clusively 

All industries.. G,160 46.7 42,050 54.5 47,192 42.0 7,185 42.4 62,743 43.1 30,908 41.5 17,919 

Food and kindred products... 
Textiles and their products... 
Forest products 
Paper and allied products 
Printing and publlshinK 
Chemicals and allied prod­

ucts 
Products of petroleum and 

coal 
Rubber products 
Leather and Its manufactures. 
Stone, clay, and glass prod­

ucts 
Iron and steel and their prod­

ucts 
Nonferrous metals and their 

products 
Machinery 
Transportation equipment, 

air, land, and water 
Miscellaneous.... 

2,229 
632 
358 
116 

40.7 
08.8 
39.7 
45.2 

828 

238 
47 
196 

311 

357 

125 
480 

79 
200 

00.1 

28.0 
21.3 
02.1 

63.5 

29.7 

44.8 
38.3 

12.7 
41.9 

4,462 
3,317 
6,365 
1,770 

53 

3,202 

304 
247 

1,080 

2,698 

4,109 

2,503 
7,955 

050 
3,953 

14.4 
58.3 
68.6 
49.0 
47.2 

43.1 

24.3 
30.0 
04.8 

53.9 

00.0 

05.3 
05.6 

47.4 
08.6 

14,072 
6,050 
6,271 
1,210 

38 

3,205 

330 
271 

1,194 

1,030 

2,689 

1,712 
3,669 

424 
4,355 

40.6 
62.5 
62.7 
38.7 
13.2 

33.0 

30.9 
35.1 
40.9 

35.7 

34.3 

43.7 
28.4 

27.1 
63.2 

6,821 
284 
293 

43.3 
63.2 
33.8 

159 

00 
10 
78 

02 

25 

50 
73 

20 
238 

28.3 

1.5 
0.3 

38.5 

64.8 

12.0 

54.0 
28.8 

30.0 
46.0 

23,419 
9,079 
4,033 

074 
44 

2,460 

145 
172 

1,034 

1,598 

1,372 

1,468 
1,740 

339 
3,970 

36.2 
71.3 
45.fi 
25.5 
29.5 

22.0 

17.9 
10.3 
58.4 

39.7 

20.8 

44.2 
21.4 

27.4 
47.9 

20,758 
1,263 
2,910 

33 
23 

1,120 

107 
38 

104 

1,450 

485 

641 
080 

149 
1,246 

44.3 
40.3 
34.4 
12.1 
13.0 

23.4 

6.0 
2.0 

21.3 

57.8 

18.0 

33.8 
19.0 

30.2 
44,7 

4,370 
3,050 
2,540 

377 

1,330 

no 
81 

431 

641 

1,060 

487 
2,072 

165 
1,207 

24.1 

32.2 
32.3 
38.4 
7.2 

33.3 

10.7 

17.3 
12.3 
10.2 

10.3 

8.0 

10.9 
12.0 

15.6 
9.6 

Source: Bureau of the Census; Census ot Business 1935; Distribution of Manufacturers' Sales, table C, p. 22, with percentages shown for "selling exclusively.' 
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Table 4.—Comparison Between Channels of Primary Distribution Used in 1935 and Those Used In 1929, by Indus t ry G r o u p s ' 

Industry group 

All tadustries'. 

Food and kindred products 
Textiles and their products 
Forest products.. . 
Paper and allied products 
Chemicals and allied products.. 
Petroleum and coal products 
Rubbor . . . 
Leather and its manufactures... 
Stone, clay, and glass products.. 
Iron and steel and their products. 
Nonferrous metals and their 

products,. 
Machinery 
Transportation equipment 
Misrellancou!! 

Total distributed 
sales, 1936 

Amount 
(thous. of 
dollars) 

38,176,470 

0,450,989 
6,323, 427 
1,628,678 
1,291,657 
2,683,174 
1,831,104 

055,995 
1,160,280 

885, 533 
3,532,059 

1,500,814 
3,243,360 
2,913,924 
2,208,034 

Number 
plants 

134,285 

47,992 
10,005 
15, 061 
2,019 
7,209 

070 
407 

3,380 
5,029 
0,303 

4,757 
10,002 
1.133 

10,082 

1935 distributed sales 
of industries com­
parable with 1929 

Amount 
(thous. of 
dollars) 

20,328,209 

8,034,030 
1,111,209 
1,430,220 
1,291,657 
1,028,492 
1,005,073 

056, 995 
1,056,011 

677,924 
2,905,447 

097,858 
1,176,801 
2,870,030 
1,705,422 

Number 
plants 

91,683 

40,150 
4,079 

15,309 
2,919 
3,353 

415 
407 

2,745 
3, ,'i47 
3,589 

2,859 
3,210 
1,012 
7,419 

Channels of primary distribution 

Own whole­
sale branches 

Per­
cent 
1935 

20.0 

21.5 
4.8 
6.9 
a.s 

20.2 
01.3 
4.3.0 
20.4 
28.3 
21.3 

0.8 
20.1 
19.4 
4.4 

Industrial 
users 

Per­
cent 
1929 

18.0 

24.0 
5.8 
4.6 
3.8 

12.2 
CO.l 
41.7 
21.3 
4.9 
5.9 

5.9 
17.8 
17.0 
5.9 

Per­
cent 
1936 

24.0 

7.9 
10.9 
.32.0 
54.9 
30.0 
10.0 
29.3 
18.4 
31.0 
59.8 

01.1 
44.6 
21.8 
fl.O 

Wholesalers 
and jobbers 

Per- Per­
cent cent 
1929 1936 

20.0 

0.9 
13.0 
38.8 
61.8 
33.6 
8.5 

25.9 
14.5 
36.3 
55.8 

50.3 
41.9 
24.3 
9.0 

27.3 

28.6 
15.3 
27.1 
32.4 
31.0 
1(1.0 
16.0 
10.7 
18.8 
13.4 

20.0 
24.0 
26.3 
72.0 

Per­
cent 
1929 

31.8 

31.0 
22.4 
30.2 
39.1 
39.1 
IS.O 
16.1 
25.0 
49.8 
34.1 

27.8 
29.0 
27.5 
07.0 

Own retail 
stores 

Per­
cent 
1936 

2.2 

6.1 
1.3 

"'i' 
4.4 
2.7 
2.7 

.2 
2.9 
.4 
.0 

Per­
cent 
1929 

2.4 

3.2 
4.0 
1.2 

"'K 
7.0 
.5 

3.7 
.1 
.3 

.3 
i.4 
1.9 
.0 

Retailers 

Per­
cent 
1935 

22.9 

33.2 
55.3 
29.0 
0.8 

15.3 
1.6 
9.0 

41.0 
10.9 
4.8 

10.4 
7.4 

31.4 
13.9 

Per­
cent 
1029 

20.0 

29.2 
50.8 
24.6 
6.3 

12.7 
5.2 

15.0 
35.1 
0.2 
3.9 

8.2 
0.7 

20.1 
14.8 

Household 
consumers 

Per­
cent 
1935 

2.4 

5.1 
2.0 
4.1 
.1 

2.3 
.1 
.1 
.2 

4.1 
.4 

Per­
cent 
1929 

1.8 

4.5 
3.4 

.8 

m 
2,0 « 

2 
.4 

2.7 

(») 
1.5 
.2 
.2 

2.7 

Sales nego­
tiated 

through 
agents, etc. 

Per­
cent 
1935 

8.3 

14.0 
5.9 

15.1 
5.5 

14.0 
1.3 
2.1 
7.3 
7.4 
5.4 

0.9 
8.5 
.9 

Per­
cent 
1929 

7.4 

12.1 
4.8 

12.1 
8.0 

10.1 
2.4 
2.4 
0.1 
8.3 
0.5 

4.4 
0.9 
i.n 
2.7 

I Table limited to industries which are directly comparablo In 19.36 and 1929. 
' The printing and publishing industry is omitted from this table. 
5 Less than Mo of 1 percent. 

Source: Bureau of ihe Census; Census ot Business 1935; Distribution of Manufactiuers' Sales, table A, p. 20. 

In some cases a mde variation was found to exist in 
distribution expenses between the major industry groups 
and also between different industry classifications 
within the same major industry group. This is natural 
perhaps, not only because of the Avide divergence in 
selling methods employed by different industries but 
also because of the far-reaching changes that have been 
and are stUl taldng place in the cbannels of distribution 
in many fields. 

No attempt has been made ia the survey of Distribu­
tion of Manufacturers' Sales to explain the reasons, 
aside from the limitation of the data, for these varia­
tions or to arrive at any conclusions as to what relation 
should exist between the cost of distribution and sales 
volume for any particular industry group or industry 
classification. The aim has been ratber to present the 
facts as they exist in as simple and concise a manner as 
possible. 

The value to be derived from the survey of Distribu­
tion of Manufacturers' Sales, Census of Business 1935, 
is not particularly from tables which are presented for 
16 industry groups but rather from the tables presentiog 
the data in detail for each of the 315 industry classifi­
cations. For the latter purpose it should be of value to 
management and financial executives. This holds true 
not only of the tables which show the flow of manu­
factured goods through channels of primary distribu­

tion, but also of the distribution expenses of each of the 
315 industries as reported by the business census. 

Table 5.—Summary of Distr ibut ion Expenses, by Industry Groups 

. Industry group 

Food and Icindrod products. 
Textiles and their products-

Paper ond allied products... 
Printing and publishing. . 
Chemicals and alliod prod-

Products of petroleum and 

Leather and its manufactures. 
Stone, clay, and glass prod-

Iron and steel and their 

Nonferrous metals and their 

Transportation equipment, 
ah-, land, and water 

N
um

be
r o

f p
la

nt
s r

ep
or

tin
g 

63,023 

17,735 
8,107 
4,610 
1,353 

13 

3,071 

249 
259 

1,689 

1,044 

2,941 

1,939 
4,721 

640 
4,550 

19
35

 
sa

le
s 

(m
ill

io
ns

 
of

 
do

lla
rs

) 
21,418 

0,313 
2,853 

871 
70S 

7 

1,137 

277 
518 
598 

373 

1,007 

040 
2,257 

1,003 
1,203 

Total dis­
tribution 
expenses 

A
m

ou
nt

 (
m

ill
io

ns
 

of
 d

ol
la

rs
) 

2,007 

696 
249 
100 
05 

W 
172 

21 
40 
54 

44 

130 

58 
204 

04 
150 

Pe
rc

en
t 

of
 s

al
es

 

9.4 

9.4 
8.7 

11.4 
8.5 
8.8 

15.2 

7.4 
7.8 
8.9 

11.7 

8.1 

9.1 
11.7 

3.2 
12.5 

Distribu­
tion pay 

roll 

.\m
ou

nt
 (

m
ill

io
ns

 
of

 d
ol

la
rs

) 

883 

201 
128 
48 
31 

W 
07 

7 
14 
20 

21 

60 

28 

no 
24 
67 

Pe
rc

en
t 

of
 s

al
es

 

4.1 

4.1 
4.5 
5.6 
4.0 
0.0 

5.9 

2.0 
2.7 
4.4 

5.7 

3.8 

4.4 
4.9 

1.2 
4.7 

other dis­
tribution 
expenses 

A
m

ou
nt

 (
m

ill
io

ns
 

of
 d

ol
la

rs
) 

1,124 

334 
121 
52 
36 

(') 
100 

13 
20 
27 

22 

70 

30 
163 
40 
94 

Pe
rc

en
t 

of
 s

al
es

 

6.3 

5.3 
4.2 
6,9 
4.6 
2.8 

9 3 

4,S 
.5,1 
4.6 

0.0 

4.3 

4.7 
0.8 

2.0 
7.8 

' Less than $1,000,000. Total distribution expenses were $052,000. 
Source; Bureau ot tho Census; Census of Business 1935; Distribution ot Manu­

facturers' Sales, table D, p. 24. 
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